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Environmentalists say budget cuts imposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) are crippling
programs to limit destruction of the Amazon rain forest in Brazil. The administration of President
Fernando Henrique Cardoso also blames the country's financial crisis for making the severe cuts in
programs to preserve the Amazon necessary.
Brazilian groups, in Washington in mid-March to meet with government and development-bank
officials, called the country's US$41.5 billion financial bailout an environmental and social time
bomb. They say the austerity measures that conditioned the emergency loans negotiated through
the IMF will devastate the Amazon region in particular. "The impacts of the ill-advised IMF loan
package in the Amazon will be borne by the forest and the people of the Amazon," said Claudionor
Alexandre Barbosa da Silva, president of Grupo de Trabalho Amazonico (GTA), a network of 355
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in the region.
The GTA is lobbying against government plans to cut funding allocated for programs to fight the
devastation. Da Silva pointed to the Pilot Program to Protect Tropical Forests, whose budget was
slashed from US$61 million to just US$6.3 million. "It's absurd and unjust," he said. Spending cuts
proposed in connection with the IMF deal include a possible 90% reduction in Amazon-conservation
programs and a two-thirds decrease for rain-forest protection and efforts to demarcate lands
belonging to indigenous people, da Silva warned.
"Austerity measures will force people facing unemployment in the cities to illegally clear and log the
forest and engage in small-scale mining for survival," said Euclides Pereira of the Coordenacao das
Organizacoes Indigenas da Amazonia Brasileira (COIAB), which represents 56 indigenous groups.
Cattle ranches, gold mines, and soy plantations are replacing the tropical forest at an average
rate of about 5,200 hectares a day, said Steven Schwartzman of the Environmental Defense Fund
(EDF), host to the visiting Brazilians. "The ecological and social crisis of the Amazon has never been
worse."
The Brazilians also say existing programs need to be overhauled. They cited a US$250 million
project for Amazon conservation funded by Group of Seven (G-7) countries and administered by
the Brazilian government and the World Bank. Some conservation efforts funded by the project
have been successful, they said, but implementation has slowed since 1995 and much of the
money has yet to be spent. As a consequence, the project is failing to meet its goals of reducing
the rate of deforestation and strengthening the public sector's ability to enact and enforce sound
environmental policies.

Recent figures show alarming increase in deforestation
Even without the latest cuts in spending, figures recently released by the Brazilian government
show deforestation of the Amazon increased nearly 30% in 1998. Despite new measures to curb the
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destruction, the Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas Espaciais (INPE) said on Feb. 10 that preliminary
figures from satellite monitoring showed 16,838 sq km of forest were cleared last year. That was 27%
higher than in 1997 but slightly lower than in 1996. The Environment Ministry said since 1972 the
destruction has claimed 532,086 sq km, 13.3% of the entire Amazon.
But devastation is even higher than government figures indicate, since the report does not include
areas destroyed by forest fires, including the massive fire in the northern state of Roraima in 1998
that ravaged more than 11,000 sq km (see NotiSur, 1998-03-27). The environmental group World
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) said the latest figures demonstrate that Brazil's government is unable
to control deforestation.
The WWF said several government programs to reduce deforestation announced in January 1998
have not worked, including new restrictions on burning to clear jungle which were later drastically
weakened by President Cardoso and new laws regulating the forestry industry, which have not yet
taken effect (see NotiSur, 1998- 02-06, 1998-05-08).
In addition, a plan announced by Cardoso in April 1998 to protect 10% of the Amazon rain forest
has been delayed after US$300,000 in World Bank funding was held up by Brazilian government
paperwork, the WWF said (see NotiSur, 1998-08-21). "But the real problem is that the policymakers
have not yet understood that the environment has to be a factor in all its policies," said Dr. Garo
Batmanian, executive director of WWF Brazil. "There's no point in the environment minister flying
around in a helicopter to crack down on deforestation if the land reform minister is settling landless
people right in the middle of the jungle."
New Environment Minister Jose Sarney Filho, son of former president Jose Sarney, said his office
was studying the latest figures but he implied the numbers were misleading. "I'm not questioning
the data, but we don't know if deforestation actually rose or if our monitoring improved," said
Sarney Filho in Brasilia.
A study by researchers at the Woods Hole Research Center in Massachusetts, released April 7,
confirmed that the deforestation not only rose but was much worse than government figures
indicated. The study, which relied on airplane surveys and on-the-ground interviews instead of
satellite images, showed almost twice as much devastation. "Overall, we find that present estimates
of annual deforestation for Brazilian Amazonia capture less than half of the forest area that is
impoverished each year, and even less during years of severe drought," said the report by Daniel
Nepstad and his colleagues published in the science journal Nature.
The scientists say that, while satellite-based deforestation monitoring is an essential tool to study
the human effects on tropical forests, it has to be improved to give a more comprehensive picture.
Selective logging is difficult to detect by satellite, and new growth quickly hides fire damage
when viewed from a satellite. The researchers called for more judicious logging, more prevention
of accidental fires, and curbs on roads, power grids, and water systems. On April 8, Batmanian
supported the Woods Hole findings and called for "urgent action" by the Brazilian government to
stop the destruction.
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Government suspends new clearing, then backtracks
The day after the government released its deforestation figures, the Environment Ministry said it
was suspending all new permits for clearing land in the Amazon Basin. It said it would review all
existing permits to cut down trees in the region, pursue irregularities in court, and compile a list
of cleared areas covering more than 2,000 ha, where it would "intervene immediately" to fight the
"champions of deforestation."
"This might help slow down the rate of deforestation," said an official at the Instituto Brasileiro
do Meio Ambiente e Recursos Naturais (IBAMA), responsible for overseeing the Amazon. "It will
depend on how long the suspension lasts and whether the government really goes after people
breaking the law." The ban lasted little more than one month.
On March 25, the government relaxed the deforestation ban, but said it would increase its
monitoring of logging companies to enforce the widely ignored environmental laws. In agreeing to
allow logging firms to resume operations, Sarney said an extra 6 million reais (US$3.3 million) would
be spent on four helicopters and 400 inspectors on the ground to stop unauthorized deforestation.
As much as 80% of the Amazonian timber trade is illegal, the government estimated recently.
The policy change followed a meeting in Brasilia between Sarney and representatives of timber
companies, part of a series of talks between the government and representatives of Amazon
businesses and farmers to rethink development in the region. "For the first time we are starting to
move toward a consensus with the logging industry and that is very important," Sarney Filho said.
The government hopes to persuade the logging industry to stop full-scale clearing and begin using
sustainable techniques instead. Selective, planned logging accounts for just 10% of the Amazon
timber industry, according to official estimates.
Representatives of logging companies had mixed opinions on whether the government's plan
would work. "What's new is they are trying to reward the good companies and penalize the bad
ones," said Adalberto Diamante, head of a timber trade association in Mato Grosso state. Others
said they could not afford the kind of planned forestry measures the government is pushing. And,
environmentalists doubt both the government's will and its ability to promote change. [Sources:
The New York Times, 11/25/98; Inter Press Service, 03/18/99; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 04/05/99;
Reuters, 02/10/99, 02/11/99, 03/19/99, 03/25/99, 04/07/99; Associated Press, 02/10/99, 04/07/99; The
Miami Herald, 04/08/99; Spanish news service EFE, 02/10/99, 03/24/99, 04/09/99]
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